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Clay M organ

THE ROWBOAT
“And so, when I come up on him, he had the buck mostly cleaned
out. He looks up at me from under his orange California hunting hat
. . . and I raise the barrel of my .270 just so f a r . . . uh, I didn’t point it
straight at him; I’ll never point a gun at a m a n . . . ’less I mean to use it
. . . uh, and I say, ‘Sir, th at’s my buck,’ and I . . . and he gets up off his
knees, soft-like, and just walks away down the trail.”
The rowboat rocked as Frank leaned forw ard and watched for
Maggie’s reaction. There was none. She was preoccupied and
frowning, looking towards the white smoke rising from the sawmill
on the eastern shore of the lake. Frank sat back on the rowing bench.
He whispered, “T hat’s a fact,” and gave a quick nod to prove it.
Maggie turned to face him, but the scarred alum inum row boat
shifted awkwardly in the water. She lurched and grasped both
gunwales.
“ Hell, the boat’s O.K.,” Frank said, though he wasn’t sure it was.
The old borrowed row boat was battered and leaking along m ost of its
seams; and a hole the size of a quarter had been punched through the
hull just above waterline. “It’s O.K. Except for that hole there in the
stern end. And that’s O.K. because you’re lighter than me . . . and the
hole doesn’t get much below water.”
She didn’t acknowledge the compliment; instead, she raised her
eyebrows and took a glance around at Payette Lake, the forest, and
the snowcapped Idaho m ountains. So Frank took off his T-shirt. He
had a working m an’s tan: from his collar bones up his neck and from
his biceps down the arms. Maggie didn’t notice; she was scowling,
looking towards the mill smoke. Frank frowned too.
“Why did you shoot it for?” she asked.
He slapped his palm to his forehead. “Shit,” he m uttered. “Not
again.” It was always why this, why that. “Because, girl, maybe I
wanted to eat it, understand? You’ve ate some of that buck yourself.
You’ve cooked some of that buck.”
She wasn’t listening. She pointed at the mill. “Pollution,” she
pronounced. Maggie changed subjects easily. “M an is destroying
nature.” She was always talking pollution. Pollution or population.
“You mean population,” Frank said. “ It’s those California hunters
we got to keep an eye on. There’ll be no game left. Shit-oh-dear,
California’s taking over. And jobs are tight: too m any Californians. I
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barely got on at the mill this year.”
“The mill? Franky, if you only knew w hat Boise-Cascade is doing
to Idaho with their mills and condom inium s.” She pointed again to
the mill smoke. “The people have a right to dem and an end to that
destruction.”
“The only people I know are my friends and they all w ork a t the
mill. Hell, you work at the mill yourself.”
“ In wildness, F ranky,” Maggie countered proudly, “is the
preservation of the w orld.”
“ Wildness?” Frank cried. “W ildness? My granddad and my dad
fought the wildness all their lives. It was out to get ’em. Hell, the
Indians’ wildness killed your great grandm a. Ju st when we ju st about
got it beat, everybody yells, 'Save the wilderness! Save them stinking
bears and those sheep-m urdering coyotes. Help it, help the
wilderness! Shit, we helped the Japs after the w ar and look where they
are now. They’re buying us out. And the C alifornians come up here
and say, ‘Oh, dear, look w hat we done to California. D on’t let it
happen to Idaho. You got a real pretty state here.’ And then they
move in. Five acre ‘R anchettes’ on Jughandle M ountain. ‘W ilderlost
C ondom inium s.’ Crap, everybody’s crazy. Stupid. A nd don’t call me
Franky.”
He slid off the rowing bench and sat dow n on the b o a t’s cold
alum inum floor. He’d gotten hot, talking like that. He rested his back
against the styrofoam safety float that had come loose from its bolts.
From the shade beneath the bench, he took a cold can of C oors and
pulled open the pop top, letting the pull ring fall back into the can. He
knew better than to throw the ring overboard with M aggie sitting
right there, but he w ouldn’t have done th at anyway; the fish swallow
those things and die. Still, it m ade him a little angry to think he was
influenced by her talk, a little angry and hot.
But it was a hot day, hot for the last week of June, usually a rainy
month for the m ountain country. The sky was clear, except for
Maggie’s mill smoke and the few clouds th at had ju st poked up over
the m ountains to the west. The lake was calm and had th at deep shade
of blue it gets when a wind doesn’t darken it. And the sum m er people
from Boise hadn’t yet moved up with their ski boats and racket. The
tall ponderosa pine and D oug fir were dense and speckled w ith the
light green of new growth. It had been a heavy snow year: six feet in
McCall. Springs were wet here; it usually rained up until
Independence Day. But this year, the wet had all come as snow.
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Frank looked up at Maggie: she was sitting proper with a straight
back, watching the smoke come out of the chip burner. She noticed
he was watching her. “See how the smoke lays down so low?” she said.
“A thing called an ‘incursion layer’ keeps it down in the valley. That
adds to the pollution.”
“Yeah, sure,” he said, and finished his beer.
“Facts are facts,” she said.
“ Maggie girl.” Frank opened another beer. “Never have you been
so stupid and had so many facts to back it up. Ever since you went
down to Boise State for a year and then come back and hung around
those hippies that run the pizza parlor, you’ve had new opinions on
everything. You’re worse than when you were in that church,
spouting Bible talk and waiting for the Rapture. Which never came.”
Maggie set her lips and crossed her arms. She called it the Silent
Treatm ent and she’d used it since high school. Underneath her blue
workshirt, she was wearing no bra, and this was the first time Frank
had seen her dressed in the newer style; her breasts were lower and
seemed more real. She was pretty; and she wasn’t wearing make-up
like she always had in high school. These were things that perhaps her
association with the hippies had helped. Her eyes were green and wide
and her hair was red. She wore it long and natural now, something
many Valley County women had never learned to do. She was a good
girl; he’d missed her that winter she’d gone down to Boise. She was
one of the few high school girls, the only pretty one, who would go out
with the mill workers. She’d even lived with Frank for awhile when he
was working out of New Meadows, that is, until her dad came and
took her back. She was strong too, and graceful; earlier that day, he
had talked her into rowing for awhile and he’d watched her as she
moved. Now, she sat stiff and straight. He saw a slight fuzz of
perspiration on her forehead. It was getting hotter.
“ Hey.” He smiled. “D rink a beer.”
She shrugged and took the can. “You’re such a hot shot,” she said.
“Yup, I am ,” he said. “ A hot shit. Come here. Lay down next to me
here. It’s cool.”
She shrugged again like she wasn’t really giving in and lay beside
him on the floor of the rocking boat. She rested her head on the
styrofoam float. Frank began nuzzling her neck.
“Christ!” she said, turning away. “There you go sticking your nose
in my ear again. Can’t you ever take it easy?”
“Sure,” he said. He had his hand on her thigh. He tried to wedge his
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fingers up underneath her cutoff Levi’s, but they were too tight.
“ Hey,” he said. “Let’s go up to the B urgdorf hot springs and take it
easy in the baths. Or .. . no, let’s go to Last C hance, it’s m ore private.
We could go skinny dipping.”
“T hat sounds nice,” said Maggie. “ But you’d always be poking at
me.
“Now, now,” F rank said. He swung one of his legs over and
between hers.
“Cut it out,” she said. “It’s too hot. O ur skins ju st sweat when we
touch. W hy are you always like this?”
“ Because I’m a m an,” he said.
“Because you’re a m an,” Maggie said. “D rink your beer.”
Evidently, she didn’t think m uch of men anym ore. She turned away
from him and appeared to become interested in som ething tow ards
the northwest, tow ards Brundage M ountain. H er face was flushed
and a few strands of her hair were dam p and they clung to her
forehead. Her thighs were shiny where they pressed together. A drop
of sweat ran down F rank’s chest. He was nervous. It was too hot.
The lake seemed flat. It didn’t feel like they had been drifting, or
even floating. He peeked over the gunwale; the mill sm oke hung
around the buildings of M cCall like spun glass. Strange. The lake was
a m irror reflecting a blue glass sky.
“F rank,” said Maggie. “Look at this.”
He turned over to her and saw her pointing to the northw est.
“There. The sky,” she said. F rank looked. The horizon was a bright
lime green.
“W hat?” Frank sat up on the bench. The sky was definitely green. It
was hard to tell where the green changed to the blue of the late
m orning sky, but to the west, over Brundage, the sky was green.
After a pause, he said, “It’s pollen.” He’d seen it once before.
Maggie’s eyes widened. “W hat?” she asked. H er gaze danced from
the horizon to Frank and back to the horizon. F ran k looked back
tow ards the green sky. It had happened when he was living with his
grandfather on the ranch. The pollen had risen on the winds of a
storm ; a storm was now bearing dow n on them , the lake, and the
boat. He knew that the lake was big and rough in bad w eather and,
considering the boat they were in, he knew the safest course would be
to row imm ediately for the south bank, the nearest shore. He could
make it before the storm hit; but the outing would be over. He
relaxed, slumping down against the safety float th at had by now slid
partially back under the bench.
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“It’s a pollen cloud,” he said again. He spoke offhand, his words
experienced. “The pollen stays up in the trees until the rain washes it
off or the wind blows it away. We’ve had no rain this spring. W hen the
pollen gets riled up that bad, it m eans an old m an storm ’s com ing.”
The earlier storm had blown over a silo and lightning had set the
haystack afire.
“We oughta get this boat back,” he said.
Maggie turned to him, excited. He didn’t get to see her much
anymore. “Then hadn’t we getter go?” she asked. The top b u tton of
her w orkshirt had come undone and F rank could see some untanned
skin.
He hesitated. “Yeah,” he said. “I reckon we best.” Slowly, he
turned the boat around tow ards town and pulled at the oars. The
blades feathered, then caught, and he felt the bow raise and the
row boat slide across the glassy green surface of the lake.
The noon whistle blew at the mill. The sun had been copper colored
as it rose through the mill smoke earlier in the day. Now, it seemed a
tarnished green doorknob, its light filtering down through the mist
that had invaded to a point over their heads. F rank saw huge cumulus
thunderheads building and towering up behind the pollen; the
lightning would follow the first winds. Yet, the lake was as sm ooth
and heavy as varnish and Frank rowed easily for shore. Except for the
groan of the oarlocks and rush of w ater around the blades, there
wasn’t a sound.
Frank’s shoulders soon ached and he stopped to check his course
and to rest. They were a half mile from shore. T hough the air around
them was yet still, the greenish mass was already past them , and a
marine-like glow filtered over the area.
“ Wow,” Maggie whispered. “It’s like we’re on the bottom of the
ocean.”
“I never been there,” Frank said. The winds were now washing the
tall pines at the north end of the lake; and the trees were waving like
marsh weed before the current of the storm . The m ountains were
hidden behind the soft green curtain, and everything looked different
in the green glow. That haystack had burned for three days, and every
night golden sparks were carried off by the breeze.
“Do you want to go to Last Chance tonight?” he asked. “It’ll be
pretty . . . after the storm .”
Maggie was watching the sky. “N o,” she said, absently, “I don’t
think so.”
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“But you said it sounded nice,” he said, and let go of the oars. “You
said it sounded real nice.” The oars’ blades sank deeper in the w ater
and the arm s waved between Frank and Maggie. They pointed crazily
tow ards the sky as the boat turned in the water.
“It did,” she said. “Come on. We’d better get ashore.” She looked at
the sky. Frank looked down at his feet and saw th at the boat had been
leaking. He pulled at the oars.
“Bail,” he said, nodding tow ards the w ater in the boat.
His shoulders were heavy as he rowed through the thick water. He
watched the oars make whirlpools in their wakes. F o r a few m inutes
now, small flurries of green-yellow pollen had been sifting dow n on
the boat and the lake. The lake was soon covered with clumps and
rafts of floating pollen. The whirlpools caught and took them under.
He noticed the yellowish pow der on the hair of his arm s and looked at
Maggie. Her red hair was softened by the golden green dust. She was
trying to bail the boat by filling a beer can with w ater and then
dum ping it over the side. She had already dropped one can, and it
bobbed in the wake am id the pollen. F rank pulled at the oars and the
row boat pushed through the spotted water.
A minute later, he heard a sound like th at of swallows above them.
During the other storm, two mules had gone berserk and yanked
down a hundred yards of barbw ire fence. F rank looked up, but saw
nothing: green. It hit quickly; hard spray lashed his face and the
row boat pitched and spun as the first great gust of wind struck and
thrashed the lake. It hit so hard he had to shut his eyes and duck his
head between his knees. Maggie screamed and he heard the thud and
slide as she hit the metal floor. The spray stopped as the gale subsided
and Frank opened his eyes to see, a quarter mile away, a thousand
whitecaps leaping out of the w ater and speeding tow ards them . They
would be hit again. Maggie lay huddled, clutching the styrofoam
float and looking up at him, her wide eyes begging reassurance. H er
hair was a m atted, knotted mass no longer red, but rather a drow ned
dark green like that of the lake moss on the pilings at the mill.
“ Hey!” he yelled at her. He shook her shoulder. “W hat’s your
problem , kid? It’s O .K .”
She was huddled and shivering. She w him pered and hugged the
safety float. As he stared at her, Frank noticed a clum p of soggy
pollen clinging to his nose. He wiped it off and rowed to force the bow
to face the coming wind.
In that second it came and took one oar as it hit; and as F rank
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wrenched himself around, grabbing for the other oar, he felt the boat
be struck and buffeted, again and again, spinning and pitching
crazily, tipping and splashing. Maggie screamed, over and over, and
clutching the float beneath one arm , she grabbed at F ran k ’s shoulder.
He tried to push her back as he wrestled with the oar, but he quickly
gave up and grasped both gunwales as he sat down on the flooded
floor, trying to secure himself. The wind screeched through the hole
in the stern. Maggie screamed shrilly in his face.
At that m om ent, the storm heightened to a single deafening ro ar
and Frank felt the bow shudder, raise, and not come down. The
row boat stood up on end, staggered vertically along on its stern for a
second, and crashed over. F rank saw the m ottled w ater com ing up to
take him. His arm shot out instinctively to break his fall and his last
glance saw Maggie hurtling past his head.
His body turned a slow som ersault. After the buzzing shock of the
icy water, all was silence except for the trinkle of air bubbles leaving
his ears. The cold slowed everything. He hung in the downless void,
feeling the weightlessness, the even pressure of the water. It felt good;
his muscles numbed. He hung in the cold of the lake and m ade no
movement.
But his lungs began to burn and his eyes opened; the spangled
surface was about ten feet above him, black and shiny, like obsidian.
He swam upwards and broke through it to the storm . The wind and
spray tore at his face. He could only breathe facing away. The
whitecaps rose and were smashed by the wind. He could barely get
air. His body rose, fell, and was spun around. He tried to tread water
and ride the waves, but the wind blew in sharp irregular gusts that
made breathing nearly impossible.
As he again let go an exhausted breath, he saw through the storm
something angular and white. It was the float. Maggie clung to it with
both arms flung around it and her chin dug deep into the styrofoam .
Frank found strength and swam to it; and Maggie, seeing him, gasped
and let go of the float and grabbed his neck. Her face was a dirty
white; her hair was soaked and tangled and yellow with pollen. It
wrapped around her neck and caught in her m outh and eyes. Her
shirt was full open and one breast exposed, scratched and red. Her
arms were cold; they felt cold as they closed around his throat. He
pressed his face against the float and he felt the cold weight of Maggie
swing around against his back. She held to him by flinging her arm s
over his shoulders and grasping one wrist by the other hand.
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A nother squall of wind and rain crashed dow n on them and F ran k
squeezed the float so hard it snapped in half. T he float began to sink
and with each blast of wind the w ater poured over th eir heads. F ra n k
felt panic stir inside him ; the float w asn’t holding them both.
M aggie’s arm s tightened aro u n d his th ro at; she was trying to raise
herself for air, pushing him dow n fa rth er into the w ater. F ran k
gasped for breath but the m orning’s beer rushed up into his nose. He
convulsed, retching. He kicked frantically to keep his m o u th above
water. M aggie now grabbed his h air and began to clam ber up his
back. The first bolt of lightning shot dow n from the black clouds and
split into three fingers of an icy hand. F ran k saw this and bow ed his
head. He bit into the hand o f the w eight hanging aro u n d his neck. He
bit hard, until he felt the grip relax; and then he felt the w eight slip
from his shoulders.
He spun upon the new buoyancy of his plastic su p p o rt and looked
aro u n d for M aggie but she was gone. The w ater was very black and
cold and it flashed w ith the lightning. The th u n d er was a co n stan t
roar. He bobbed easily now in the wind and rain, and his m uscles set
into a cold cram p he knew w ould last the storm . He held to the float
and looked aro u n d for M aggie, but there was only w ater. M aggie.
God, he th o u g h t, w hat a shitty thing to do.
Then a hand grabbed his ankle. F ingernails stabbed his calf. She
was there; she was clawing her way to the surface. A wave of relief
swept over him. He felt saved.
But as she pulled at his leg, he could feel the float again begin to go
down. The fear came back. He was pulled un d er twice, choking and
coughing. He was drow ning. He closed his eyes as he went under
again and he m oved his num bed leg until his toes found her struggling
breast. He readied him self to give her a stron g shove. . .
Suddenly som ething cracked him across the bridge o f his nose. He
opened his eyes, but was im m ediately struck again; again and again
he was beaten, thrashed, and finally th ru st below the surface. He
grabbed at w hat was beating him and caught hold of it. It was coarse
and hard, but it quickly w renched from his grasp. O ut o f breath, he
swam to get away from it. He was vaguely aw are o f M aggie’s arm s
around his waist. W hen he was clear, he turned and saw, w hirling in
front of him, limbs flailing the lake, a dow ned half-subm erged pine
spinning around and aro u n d in the wind. F ran k grabbed a sturdy
branch and the tree stopped tum bling.
It supported him easily in the w ater. M aggie was there, gasping
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beside him , clutching again to his neck. He put his arm a ro u n d and
u nder her arm s so th a t her head stayed above w ater. He felt her body
relax. Their weight stabilized the tree. It ceased its spinning an d the
wet boughs acted as a sail. The wind pushed the pine th ro u g h the
water. The wind was still strong but steadier now. T he storm was
nearing its end. F ra n k saw the shoreline, close an d clear.
The tree lurched and to re itself from F ra n k ’s grip. He started to
swim, but his feet hit the hard sand o f the flo o r of the lake.
M echanically, he found his footing and stood up. It was very shallow .
He lifted M aggie up out of the broken pine boughs an d the yellow
m uck of the pollen. She opened her eyes and, seeing F ran k , she
alm ost violently shook herself free fro m his arm s. S tanding in the
three feet of filthy w ater, he recognized w here they were: betw een the
m ain p art of M cC all and the m ill, ab o u t a q u a rte r m ile dow n from
where his cabin stood in the trees. H e saw the mill had shut dow n; no
sm oke came up fro m the chip burner. T ho u g h M aggie seem ed to
realize where they were, her eyes show ed no relief, only w eariness.
She flung her heavy hair back over her shoulder; it h ung dow n her
back, stream ing w ater and clum ps o f pollen. She pulled her shirt
aro u n d her, but it was badly to rn . H er back and belly were blue white
now and streaked w ith bleeding lines of red.
She started to tread th ro u g h the mill w aste and pollen to the shore.
F ran k followed. His body seemed a lum p of wet snow , heavy and cold
and dead. He follow ed her to the shore. They clim bed the bank. The
wind was dow n to alm ost nothing, the sky already clearing. The sun
was still high. They cam e to the road and stood and looked dow n into
tow n. The mill sm oke was gone. A few trees had fallen on houses and
across phone lines. M en were hurrying a ro u n d , busily repairing the
sto rm ’s dam age. M aggie w atched the w ork fo r a m om ent an d said
nothing. F ra n k stood behind her. His shoulders felt heavy. His
tongue lay flat and heavy in his m outh.
M aggie sat dow n in the wet grass a t the edge of the road. She
seemed to relax. She turned and looked up a t F ran k w ith her w atery
green eyes. He looked dow n at the ground; he saw her feet were cut
and bruised.
“ L o o k ,” she said. He looked up. She was holding out her hand.
T here was a deep, bleeding sem icircle cut into it.
“ I know ,” he said, and tu rn ed and looked back at the lake. “ I bit
you.”
The sun was bright now; it was fierce and w hite, reflecting off the
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lake that was littered with scores of fallen trees. The hot light caught
in his eyes and he sneezed twice. A tearing shudder raced down his
spine as the sneezing turned into slow, silent retching. He was sick
until he had vomited most of the water he had swallowed during the
storm. Then his head cleared a little. He looked up again at Maggie.
“You must have had to bite down hard,” she said. “I panicked. I’m
sorry.” She looked down at her hand. The soaked skin was white and
puckered around the teeth marks. “You bit me hard. You held onto
me with your teeth and you saved me.”
Frank shook his head. Saved her. Saved her. He turned and
watched the men working down the road. A tree against a house, he
thought. And in the water. There were trees in the water.
“Frank,” Maggie said. “Let’s go up to your place.”
He turned to her; she was smiling weakly.
“. . . We could r e s t. . . sleep,” she said. She cradled her hand in her
lap.
Frank shook his head. “I . . . oughta help them ,” he said, m otioning
towards the men. He stood there for a m oment. There were trees
down everywhere. “Yeah,” he said. “ I gotta help them .” He turned
and walked away. Stumbling off the road to bypass an enorm ous rain
pool, he broke through the wet grass and dying purple flowers. The
long leaves of grass wrapped soddenly around his legs and resisted his
progress.

